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PARTICIPANTS

Jo Brody, Elaine Cohn, Seiza de Tarr, Carol Dodson,  
Pat Jenkins, Gloria Kelman, Nancy Neher, Lisa Schaeffer, 
Amanda Petersen

The Healing Tapestry, created by participants in one  
of HEP’s first art workshops. 
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This book was inspired by the enthusiasm and passion  
of nine breast cancer survivors who participated in a 
unique tapestry-making workshop in the fall of 2007. The 
workshop was part of the Healing and Empowerment 
Program (HEP) at Quest Center for Integrative Health in 
Portland, Oregon. 

The tapestry class was a new approach to the ongoing  
art workshops at Quest Center, testing the commitment 
and endurance of the participants by asking them 
to dedicate seven weekends (and countless hours of 
personal time spent weaving independently) to the 
creation of a piece of art. This tapestry would ultimately 
not be going home with them but instead would hang in 
the clinic lobby, benefitting the many patients, family and 
friends visiting Quest Center. 

Intensive planning, instruction, weaving and clay work 
resulted in an extraordinary multi-panel tapestry rich  
with colors, textures and ceramic imagery. The project 
was envisioned from beginning to end by the participants 
themselves with the guidance of two teaching artists, 
weaver Peggy Ross and ceramicist Kaaren Pixton. The 
materials used include colorful strands of wool and 
other fibers, as well as handmade ceramic facemasks 
and beads. Members of the Quest Center community 
contributed to the tapestry by making the colorful, 
textured ceramic beads at a clinic open house. The nine 
women called their creation “The Healing Tapestry.” 

This title reflects the idea that the tapestry is the physical 
manifestation of the deeper personal transformation that 
took place among the women during those three months 

FOREWARD
of individual work and collaboration. All participants  
felt that making the tapestry in a group effort helped  
them process their cancer experiences and resulted  
in both personal growth and the development of a  
strong community. 

During the creative process, the participants  
discovered many metaphors between the making of 
the tapestry and their own healing journeys: problem-
solving in unsure moments, letting go of expectations 
and attachments and allowing others to take over when 
fatigue sets in. Deep bonds were formed among the 
women during the workshop. Positive and empowering 
feelings of collaboration, mutual trust and responsibility 
for the project fostered a sense of community at a time 
in the women’s lives when more destructive feelings of 
vulnerability and isolation could have prevailed. 

The sense of collective wisdom and the positive 
experience of trusting the group process were so 
remarkable that the women suggested making a book  
to tell their story and encourage other women with 
cancer to work creatively—both alone and with others—
to make something beautiful and lasting.  

Although their story has yet to be fully written, this book  
is a testament to those nine women and to the many 
other women who have participated in Quest Center 
workshops over the past four years. It is our hope that any 
woman diagnosed with cancer may discover the same 
feelings of optimism, peace and appreciation of her inner 
artist that the Quest Center workshop participants have 
found in creating art and writing their stories. 



M O  B E T H  H ’ A R T

For over 15 years I’ve created art with 
my non-dominant hand from deep 
emotional places. This process reveals 
inner wisdom and courage, previously 
unknown. I accept breast cancer as 
a teacher and my heart opens me to 
healing. Here I am a Sun Lion Princess 
with a golden ROAR in my pocket! 
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the realities of living with cancer. Cancer isn’t about  
the disease, just as art isn’t about the piece of paper it’s  
made upon or the letters on a page. Art is about the 
people who make it; cancer is about the people who  
have it. 

With this publication I want to share with others those 
moments of self-discovery and awakening that have 
allowed the participants in the HEP art workshops to 
examine the deeper insights and awareness that are 
demanded of them as cancer patients. In the process,  
they become empowered to transcend the grind of 
treatment and move to a place of joy and beauty. 

Participants in these workshops are encouraged to find 
the artist within themselves, even or especially when they 
think this artist does not exist or has gone underground 
since childhood. The challenges and successes in the 
workshops can mirror life’s lessons, especially struggle and 
accomplishment, spontaneity and risk-taking, mistake-
making, release of a personal need for perfection, quieting 
of the inner critic and the cultivation of patience. This book 
showcases artwork from the HEP “Making Art/Creating 
Community” workshops at Quest Center for Integrative 
Health, including the fall/winter 2007 Healing Tapestry 
workshop, the April 2009 Paperdolls workshop, the May 
2009 Embroidery workshop, and the June 2009 Portraiture 
workshop which combined photography and writing. 

The artists whose souls are depicted in this book have  
lived many lives. Some have flown up to the heavens— 
we share this work in honor of their heroism—and many of 
them are still moving through the sticky mud of the struggle 
for survival. I hope that these images and stories will 
connect you to the universality of that struggle. I hope you 
will be uplifted by the resiliency of spirit and sheer willpower 
required when the word “cancer” becomes not a distant 
threat but a close whisper to wake up and start living.  

Making art and writing have long been avenues for people 
to express their truest selves, in the process letting go of 
pent-up emotions and sharing personal experiences as if 
in a dialogue with the world. When the painting or story 
is made during the cancer treatment or expressly reflects 
upon one’s own journey through cancer, it becomes a self-
portrait that tells a deeper truth about the experience. 

Strengths and weaknesses in body and spirit are highlighted 
by breast cancer treatment, remission and/or recurrence; 
the unknown territory of life after treatment is a story every 
cancer patient will learn to tell with time. Art and writing 
illuminate personal experience and make it available for 
others who may use it to reflect upon their own stories, to 
become inspired to live boldly and bravely and to nurture 
the source of life: hope. For the dozens of women who 
have participated in Quest Center’s art workshops since 
2005, there have been many moments, big and small, 
that have offered these self-revelations, inspiration and 
opportunities for storytelling. 

As a breast cancer patient finishing treatment in 2004, I  
was looking for ways to express the emotions I felt inside 
as a result of cancer treatment, seeking to understand 
the story that had become mine, a story which included 
my cancer experience but was more about who I had 
become in the process. I wanted to reclaim the happiness 
that had escaped me during treatment and that I felt 
was my right. When a thorough search turned up no art 
workshops for cancer survivors in Portland, I helped create 
The Healing and Empowerment Program at Quest Center, 
which has now hosted over thirty art and writing workshops. 

With the success of the Healing Tapestry project and in an 
attempt to honor the desires of those participating in it, I 
developed several workshops that tell the stories and share 
the artwork of the many women affected by breast cancer 
in our community. These self-portraits provide a glimpse into 

INTRODUCTION:  
CREATING SELF-PORTRAITS

J O  B R O D Y ,  H E P  P R O G R A M  M A N A G E R



PAPERDOLLS WORSHOP
Building on the Healing Tapestry participants’ desire 
for collaborative art-making experiences, Jo Brody 
and artist Kaaren Pixton developed a project around 
a roll of leftover Tyvek® paper, a durable, fibrous paper 
traditionally used in building construction and now 
widely used by artists for collage and book making. 
In a one-day workshop, participants used the Tyvek® 
to construct large two-dimensional paperdolls. In this 
community effort, the sheets were painted on with wild 
abandon and the resulting colorful, patterned papers 
were shared and used to collage foam core cutouts 
with body features and clothing details. The paperdolls 
were further embellished with sewn pockets that were 
made to contain tiny treasures such as shells, good luck 
amulets and meaningful quotations. These personalized 
the paperdolls as self-portraits and imbued them with 
protective, healing qualities. The sense of spontaneity 
and collaboration, and the process of working with 
an unusual material allowed the women to trust their 
creativity, work quickly and be happily surpised about 
the results.

PARTICIPANTS

Jo Brody, Paula Burry, Elaine Cohn, Seiza de Tarr,  
Lois Griffin, mo beth h’art, Joan Hoff, Pat Jenkins, 
Nancy Neher, Kristin Ollenbrook, Donna Schuurman
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P A U L A  B U R R Y

I was surprised that  
my doll essence 
seemed conservative. 
As I look at her daily, 
I truly identify with 
what I see in her and 
how she represents 
where I am at on my 
healing journey. I like 
her! The attitude of my 
paperdoll embodies 
the gift of receiving 
and the spirit of giving 
that I have learned 
through my breast 
cancer treatment. 
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N A N C Y  N E H E R

It was so much fun 
making my doll. She 

took on a look of the 
flapper era with her 

bobbed hair and the 
feathers in her hat. 

Gathering the pastel 
shades of Tyvek® 

from the collection of 
papers and finding 

the rest of the pieces 
of the dress was fun.

The collar just seemed 
to appear and made 

a perfect off-center 
look for her.
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L O I S  G R I F F I N

What an adventure 
it has been, creating 
something I am happy 
with—every road I take 
is different and surprising. 
I’m tickled and amazed 
to get to be a part of the 
program at Quest.
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J O  B R O D Y

Painting without  
trying to make anything 

representational  
was just like being a little 

kid again, so freeing. 
When it came time to 

represent myself in the 
paperdoll, I was so much 

more attached to the 
outcome. Once I started 

making the collage, I 
re-imagined myself as a 

pretty young thing with a  
bare belly button!
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J O A N  H O F F

The workshop invited 
us to “give up” our 
beautiful papers, 
since each of the 
dolls was made from 
bits contributed by 
the members of the 
community. The 
process reminded 
me to give up the 
control of the process 
and trust that sharing 
the individual pieces 
of painted paper 
produces a much 
better paperdoll. It 
echoes the cancer 
journey; giving up 
control, asking for 
help and trusting your 
community to give you 
what you need.
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S E I Z A  D E  T A R R

This paperdoll  
looks a lot like me 

post treatment. I have 
become a woman 

with very short hair, like 
many chemo survivors. 

I achieved glamor 
through the near death 

experience. My hair 
used to be long and 
reddish. I didn’t cut it 

because that was too 
much trouble. I never 
wore make up. Now 

I have gray hair and I 
learned to use make up 

during chemo. I finally 
had to embrace my 
feminine side or look 

like hell, since cancer 
put me through the age 

machine. I now look in 
the mirror and see my 
mother’s face staring 

back at me, not a bad 
thing since she  
was beautiful. 



PORTRAITURE WORKSHOP
The two-day writing and photography workshop 
was facilitated by photographer Jane Keating and 
Write Around Portland volunteers Susan Troccolo and 
Marianna Hane Wiles. Write Around Portland is a non-
profit that offers writing workshops to people living with 
chronic illness, veterans living with PTSD, seniors living on 
a low income and many others. 

The purpose of the joint workshop was to create the 
most optimal environment for the women to tell their 
stories, through writing and photography. The phrase 
“take risks, take care” was employed to help set the 
supportive and self-nurturing tone of the workshop. For 
the two-day workshop, the writing and photography 
work was set up as a conversation, each informing the 
other. The women shared their writing with each other 
as it was created and received feedback. The women 
worked in pairs and small groups with Jane in creating 
the photographs, directing the setting up and shooting 
of their self-portraits. This collaborative and safe 
environment resulted in a rich body of written work  
and genuinely affecting photographic self-portraits.

PARTICIPANTS

Elaine Cohn, Suzanne Hensgen, Pat Jenkins,  
Nancy Neher, Kristin Ollenbrook, Amanda Petersen, 
Deanna Piowaty, Mira Spies, Holly Williams
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CAMELS AND  
CAR WRECKS
By Elaine Cohn

What you don’t know
Is there is a world inside 
of me.

You can’t see it,  
but that’s O.K. 
It doesn’t matter. 
I know it’s there.
I’m friends with it all.

Camels and car wrecks, 
Angels and a lioness,
Waterfalls and warriors
Molten lava,  
Johnny Cash
Chocolate, pears  
and latkes.

You may not see it all.
I do.
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RED HAT CANCER WARRIOR
By Suzanne Hensgen

What you don’t know about me is that  
I’m NOT a member of the Red Hat Society.

I’m an ass-kicking, name-taking,  
take-a-licking-and-keep-on-ticking,  
take-no-prisoners cancer warrior. 

Nicknames that have been given me are 
Timex, Wonder Woman, the Tough Nut, the 
Energizer Bunny and the Comeback Kid.

When cancer asks me if I want to smack it,  
I ask “how hard?”

Now there’s a rumor that I have a brain 
tumor but that just gives me an excuse for 
all the crazy shit I’ve done and plan on 
doing in the future.
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TRIPTYCH
By Holly Williams

1. Parts to a Whole.

From these eyes I am sparkly and loud and 
carefree. I am confident and sure of myself in 
my body and in my world. From these eyes my 
decisions are carefree and easy and the world 
acquiesces to even the smallest of my whims.

From these eyes I am working hard to melt into  
the backdrop. Just trying to match the world 
around me. Not standing out. Not offending.  
I keep my questions to myself. Just gliding through. 

From these eyes I am me. Simply. Plainly. Me. 
There is laughter and joy and complication and 
messiness and pain. Decisions are intricate. Laughs 
are enormous. Tears fall freely. Smiles tumble out 
thoughtlessly. In these eyes I am grounded and 
present and I have the strength I need.

2. Prominence.

It’s my teeth, my lips, the way my cheeks curve.  
It’s the way it all combines to make a smile. It’s  
the light that draws me to people and the warmth 
that draws them to me. It’s the way I reach out  
to the world. It’s where I cover my sadness and 
express my joy. It’s the hope that you show to  
those around you.

It’s my energy. The way I expand in a space.  
The luminescence of a light bulb. The mask to  
wear when you feel shy and quiet. It’s ever-so- 
much easier to glide through as a bundle of 
energy—bringing that zestfulness to the days or 
weeks or months or lives of others. 

It’s my love of laugher. It’s the sound of a chorus 
of different voices harmonizing in giggles. It’s the 
feeling of a smile with volume. It’s laughing my ass 
off at chemo to keep myself from feeling crazy.

3. From Before.

I want to stubbornly hold fast to who I was before—
to the life I had before. I want to be the person that 
says, “cancer was something I moved through—but 
I’ve been the same all the while.”

But it’s not true. I am jaded. I am bigger. I am 
smaller. I am the same. I am different. I see my path 
changing in front of me. Decisions that were certain 
and concrete have drifted away.

I crossed a line—I don’t know when it was that I 
crossed the line or even where it was exactly, but I 
definitely crossed it. And now, the simple joys and 
lazy life seem naïve—only to be enjoyed by those 
back blissfully unaware on the other side of the line.
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YOUR HANDS
By Pat Jenkins

I am your hands
Spotted and veined
Like roadmaps.

I am textured with many years of living.
Crooked fingers, bony joints.

These things I have done with you:
Held and caressed your darling ones
Made Art Art Art
Expressed in dancing
Worked hard
Dug in the earth
Brushed away tears
Contained joy
Embraced life
Offered love

Dedicated to my beloved Steve and  
Molly and to Rosie, kindred spirit.
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PLEASE DON’T ASSUME  
By Nancy Neher

Please don’t assume  
that I am only about my cancer.

I am so much more of a 
creative, loving, caring soul.

I am full of love and life  
yet to live and experience  
and share with all who  
come to know me. 
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LIFE LESSONS
By Kristin Ollenbrook

Some lessons are not by choice.
Some are hurled at us indiscriminately. 

Like a rock hitting a windshield  
on the highway. Startling, and defying 
physical laws—the impact is heard and  
felt before it is seen. In its wake—an 
ever-changing reminder, just within 
peripheral vision.

Too big for repair, but not totaled. 
Trauma continues a capricious,  
jagged and seemingly haphazard 
course. Professionals take 
measurements and spout numbers,  
but they cannot predict the route.  
The whole is compromised and 
weakened, cracking our vision and 
illusion of safety.

Temperature and elements offend. 
Efforts from simple to extreme  
are employed. Some temporarily stall 
the spread. Faith is tested.

As the initial shock mitigates—a large 
web, upside-down mountain range, 
or flying tree begin to frame our view. 
Imagination and humor are healing.

As a deeper vision develops, we no 
longer see the ordeal in glass. Light, 
beauty, reflections of loved ones,  
and of yourself are evident. Faith and 
love are reinforced. Hope moves us 
forward with a new lens on the world.
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THE BITTER PILL
By Amanda Petersen

I’m not done.
Don’t ask if I’m 
“cured”
“in remission”
“done”
because I AM NOT.

I don’t know if I ever will be
and if I have to live with that
gnawing at me,
don’t assume that I’m going  
to sugarcoat it for you.

The unknowing, the process
is scary.
It’s the journey, the ricochet
I travel.
Healing.
Growing.
Creating.

I am different than I was  
as you are different than you were.
I am done no more, no less than you.

We aren’t done,  
the absolute done until…
The End.
The Last Call.
The Last Bow.

That is done,
maybe.
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LETTER: DEAR PATER
by Mira Spies

 
Dear Pater (Dad),

You saved my life not once but twice.

The first time a sneaker wave grabbed the two 
of us from a beach rock formation, a flat smooth 
platform of basalt and sea palm. We were down 
and being swept away. Our footing was lost in the 
tumble of salt water and grit, the wave possessed 
us, pulling us toward its darker self. You found 
my hands and the ocean lost its hold at that 
moment—we were safe. I was 9 years old then.

The second time we were in preparation for 
another child. I was 40, Cameron was 2 and all  
of us were thrilled with this prospect. Then, we 
found the lump. You urged me through the 
cancer diagnosis until the proof was certain.  
A pregnancy could have been terminal.

I recall you said you’d gladly trade places with 
me, give your own life for mine. Now, I fully 
understand that comment, because you are 
the one with an alarming diagnosis: Dementia, 
maybe Alzheimers.

I’m sad that you might lose your memory while 
your body lives on. I’m sorry you have to endure 
this. I wish I could rescue you. 

I realize that you might forget you saved my life, 
but I never will.

Thank you, Pater. 
I love you.
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In the wheelchair, my mother looked off in the 
distance. We’d just learned that the cancer had 
moved to her liver; she had weeks, maybe days 
to live. “Well,” she began, “I guess I’d better start 
planning my death.”

“How about if we just start with your birthday  
on Sunday?” I squeezed her shoulder gently.  
“Let’s just take it one step at a time.”

And indeed, in the end, my mother made me  
a compromise: saw in her seventy-first birthday,  
then passed away just before one a.m. the 
following day.

But here is where her story and mine become 
interwoven: one week before her passing, I 
myself was diagnosed with breast cancer after 
discovering my tumor just as my mother had three 
years earlier—by our hands raising intuitively up to 
our breasts.

Later, after she left us, and after my bi-lateral 
mastectomy, and the slow reconstruction that  
continues to follow, I had questions about her 
passing, even deeper questions still about her  
life. I picked up the phone and dialed hospice.  
“Ask her,” the counselor suggested. “Tonight.  
Just before drifting off to sleep.”

And, precisely as promised, my mother did come 
to me that night as I slept. And just as in life, there 
was some unexpected bleeding; in the middle of 
the night, my surgeon had to be called. This time, 
however, in the midst of the frantic preparations, 
my cell phone began to ring. The voice was 
unmistakably that of my mother’s—my mother, only 
as she would be if she came to me now. At peace.

“Mom.” I can’t believe it. “You’re the one I most 
needed to talk to.”

A pause. Considering. “Mm-m-m. Your cancer-free 
mom. The one you needed to talk to the most.”

This took me aback. She and I had both had a 
hard time with the swollen, cancer-mask face the 
steroids had given her; the labored, trailing-off 
responses; the dance of struggling to transfer her 
from bed to wheelchair to toilet and back. 

But to the end, she had remained the same  
woman who had raised me, whose steady 
presence had reassured me, even as East Pakistan 
where we were living, erupted all around us into  
a violent and angry civil war. 

“Don’t you know?” I said. “Cancer or no cancer,  
I love you just the same.”

She seemed to be taking this in, turning it around  
a bit. “Mm-m-m,” she responded. “Cancer or  
no cancer, you love me just the same.”

And now, five weeks after my surgery, a few  
weeks after this dream, I find myself struggling  
with impatience at my own physical limitations.  
It will be six more months before the reconstruction  
is complete. 

I look at my own daughter, Faith, just five-and-a-
half. How would I hold her, if this body were hers? 
I might wish for the healing to be over and done 
with, for her to be ready again to battle the next 
challenges that lie ahead—or better still, to be 
free to stretch and leap and dance and hug. But 
hopefully, I would see also the heart inside that is 
not yet ready. I would protect that heart, wait for its 
new pulsing to guide me, for the growing wisdom. 
And hear it respectfully when it comes. 

OUR STORY: A TALE INTERWOVEN
By Deanna Piowaty
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EMBROIDERY WORKSHOP
In this two-day workshop participants looked at 
stitching examples and learned about artists who 
have used the practices of embroidery and stitching 
to express themselves and tell their stories. Facilitator 
Anne Greenwood brought in embroidery samples and 
pieces from her own autobiographical project, “Winter 
Count.” Participants learned how to make individual 
stitches and gather inspiration from other artists, from 
the material at hand, and from each other. Each 
woman made a practice piece, or stitch sampler, to 
experiment with embroidery and appliqué on the first 
day. On the second day, the participants revisited 
their practice pieces and then created a literal or 
metaphoric self-portrait piece using the skills from the 
previous day’s work.

PARTICIPANTS

Paula Burry, Sieza de Tarr, Joan Hoff, Geri Jacobs,  
Pat Jenkins, Nancy Neher, Mur Skerbisch
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N A N C Y  N E H E R :  H A W A I I  N O  K A  O I

The inspiration of the 
banyan tree came 
from a visualization 
I did at the Quest 
20th anniversary 
celebration the day 
before. I started with 
a rainbow, and from 
there the embroidery 
seemed to take on 
a life of its own.  The 
piece reminds me of 
Hawaii, where I lived 
for many years.
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P A T  J E N K I N S :  U N T I T L E D

I was deeply seduced 
by the embroidery 
work and found it 

centering, soothing 
and grounding. The 
“home arts” for me 

are a connection 
to generations of 

women who have 
used their hands to 
create beauty and 

express joy from 
everyday existence.  
Examining the dark 

experience of  
breast cancer 

through art making 
can illuminate us to 

our core. Embroidery 
arts  predated 

anti-depressants by 
thousands of years!
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G E R I  J A C O B S :  U N T I T L E D

I’ve always had this 
mole. It’s a distinctive 
mark commented 
on by  people when 
I was young. In the 
Jewish culture, “beauty 
marks” are a sign of 
being special.
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P A U L A  B U R R Y :  R E C E I V I N G  A B U N D A N C E

The open hand 
represents my natural 

gift for giving and 
my new found joy in 

learning to receive. The 
cycles of nature and life 

provide true abundance 
if I remain open.
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M U R  S K E R B I S C H :  B A L A N C I N G  L I F E

I have used art  
therapy from the  
start of my treatment, 
and for me it has been 
a transforming and 
healing experience. 
I find strength when 
I gather to make art 
with women whose 
courage and beauty 
shine from them like 
the sun.
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J O A N  H O F F :  R E F L E C T I O N S  O F  T H E  H E A R T

Reflections  
of the heart

Blue thread outlines 
the reflection—a heart

Blues rain down  
from all sides

 The body, strong, 
resists the assault

Just one small heart-
shaped tear allowed

Or are they rays of 
hope and grace? 

a naked body,  
scar exposed

Wearing only  
a strand of pearls

The beauty  
shines from within.



Paula Burry:
As an artist, I continue to experiment with a variety of mediums. Art 
is the way that I express myself, and I find a sense of play combined 
with an element of inner exploration in any creative process. Emotions, 
statements or questions are often revealed by putting pencil to 
paper or paint to canvas. This connection between creativity and life 
continues to inspire my art.

Jo Brody
Jo has been a passionate advocate for breast cancer since 2003, 
following treatment for the disease herself. Her work at the Quest 
Center with the Healing and Empowerment Program reflects her 
enthusiasm for using complementary medicine, creativity and 
community to heal herself and support others who seek to heal 
themselves in body and soul. Her creative outlet for the past 6 years has 
been her jewelry design business which helps support her bead habit. 
She is blessed with a full life in a healthy body, and spends her precious 
time with her two beautiful boys, her loving and creative husband, her 
supportive family, and her incredible friends.  

Elaine Cohn
Elaine is originally from Chicago, but once she arrived in Portland in 
1997, she realized she was home. She loves art, music, nature, outdoor 
adventures and yoga. She has participated in just about every art 
workshop Quest Center has ever offered for breast cancer patients  
and she has truly found the artist within herself during the past four 
years. She found her malignant tumor upon self-examination even 
though the mammogram and her doctor did not. She is a true 
advocate for self examination!

Lois Griffin
Creative pursuits were always an important thing for Lois as a child, 
although she got away from making art in her adult years. The HEP 
art classes were a very important way for her to revisit the artistic 
process. Lois lost her long battle with cancer in the spring of 2009. 
She was, however, able to help write this biographical statement 
several days before she died, saying “What an adventure it has been, 
creating something I am happy with—every road I take is different and 
surprising. I’m tickled and amazed to get to be a part of the program 
at Quest.”

Maureen (mo beth h’art) Baker
For over 15 years I’ve created art from my non-dominant hand 
from deep emotional places. This process reveals inner wisdom and 
courage, previously unknown. I accept breast cancer as a teacher 
and my heart opens me to healing. 

Suzanne Hensgen
Suzanne is a 13-year breast cancer survivor. Originally diagnosed at 
age thirty, she has had metastatic cancer since 2003. Much of her time 
is spent fighting cancer, but she also spends time with her husband (her 
one true love) and stepchildren. Suzanne’s biggest challenge has been 
trying to feel happy in difficult circumstances. It is an ongoing quest.

Joan Hoff
Joan is a five-year survivor of breast cancer. She has had many new 
experiences previously unimaginable before the diagnosis including 
becoming comfortable with injections, experiencing acupuncture, 
surviving radiation and multiple doctor appointments. Some of the 
lessons Joan has learned since her diagnosis include living each day  
to the fullest, being able to ask for help and allowing others to help 
out in meaningful ways.  Art and creativity have provided Joan an 
outlet for the expression of many internal feelings experienced during 
this time. Dragon boat racing with SOAR, a breast cancer team, has 
given her many gold metals and a renewed physical confidence. She 
works at The Dougy Center, providing support for grieving children and 
families which fulfills her spirit. 

BIOGRAPHICAL STATEMENTS BY 
PORTRAITS IN HEALING PARTICIPANTS
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Geri Jacobs
I have never done art on my own in a creative way and these classes 
bring out my creativity. The instructors have made it very easy and 
inspiring to make art. It makes me feel warm and I am enjoying it very 
much to be part of the group. I think the women that come to these 
art workshops are so beautiful. Their inner and outer beauty is very 
impressive because they have had some rough times and they have 
dealt with it in a good way.

Pat Jenkins
Who I am:  Mother, Wife, Friend, Artist, Art Therapist
I make art: Because it keeps me alive

Gloria Kelman
Gloria loved to make art in nearly every medium. She was a graphic 
designer, photographer, ceramicist and fiber artist in addition to being 
a busy wife and mother. In 2003, just after her treatment for breast 
cancer, she created a series of wall pieces using Islamic architecture 
and mid-century modern art as inspiration. This ceramic work informed 
her next and most fully realized medium—textured jewelry made from 
precious metal clay. Shortly after discovering this process Gloria was 
diagnosed with a recurrence of her cancer. She died in October 2009. 
Throughout her 8-year battle with cancer, Gloria never slowed down, 
honing her artistic skills and developing new ones daily. 

Nancy Neher
Nancy is a long time crafter enjoying the experience of all mediums. 
She is an avid knitter and fiber artist. Art has been a huge influence in 
her personal growth, allowing her playfulness to shine. She was a long 
time resident of Hawaii before moving to Portland.

Kristin Ollenbrook
Kristin has always embraced life with enthusiasm and a spirit that has 
led to successful careers in law and education. She currently works as 
the Athletic Director and in the Development Office of the Franciscan 
Montessori Earth School in Portland, Oregon. Since being diagnosed 
four years ago at age 37 with stage 4 breast cancer, she has been 
fighting for the time and the energy to live fully and be well. She enjoys 
spending time with her family and friends, reading, traveling, hiking, 
and geocaching. She and her husband Bill live happily in Camas, 
Washington with their three magnificent children, Katherine (13),  
William (10) and Jack (6), and one rather spoiled dog, Molly Bear.

Amanda Petersen
I was diagnosed with breast cancer when I was 21 years old and a 
newlywed. It would be easy to say that cancer forged me, that it 
purified me, that it maimed me, and that it made me whole again, but 
this is too simple of an answer and one that gives cancer too much 
power. I am the powerful one. I bent cancer in my hands, I turned it 
into a tool that I used to forge myself, to purify myself, and as I did this, I 
maimed myself playing with fire, but I also made myself whole.

Deanna Piowaty
As a writer, print and television journalist, librarian and mother of  
three, Deanna has experienced the power of stories to heal. Deanna 
was diagnosed with breast cancer in spring 2009, just a week before 
losing her mother to the same disease. Deanna is currently undergoing 
reconstruction—both physically as well as psychically. During this 
process she is teaching herself and helping her family to reassess how 
they create joy and beauty in their lives and to make more time  
to breathe.

Lisa Schaeffer
I was diagnosed with breast cancer December 2006 at age 49. I came 
to Quest after struggling with chemo and a bilateral mastectomy. 
Fortunately I walked through Quest’s door. I took a wonderful nutrition 
class and then many art classes.  I felt like the cloud of darkness that 
had come over me following all the invasive therapies I had endured 
went away. I was fortunate to work on a unique art project, a woven 
tapestry mixed with ceramic sculpted faces and beads that expressed 

what we all were feeling. We wanted the tapestry to be a warm, 
touchable, thought-provoking piece and I think we succeeded in 
reaching that goal. I will never forget the women that worked on the 
tapestry project. It was a powerful and healing experience.

Donna Schuurman
Donna travels a great deal, training and consulting with others on the 
topic of helping children and parents cope with death. When back at 
“base camp,” she enjoys riding her Harley, backpacking, whitewater 
and flat-water kayaking, bicycling, gardening, blogging and hanging 
out with small children. She is a six-year breast cancer survivor. The 
“paperdolls” workshop was a great way to play with a new medium, 
and to explore what emerges when we let our conscious minds settle 
down and let our creativity go free. 

Mur Skerbisch
I am a 43-year-old woman living with cancer. I was diagnosed in 
October of 2007 and came to Quest that December. Quest has been 
a ray of light in what seemed like my darkest days. I have used art 
therapy from the start of my treatment and it has been a transforming 
and healing experience. I find strength when I gather to make art with 
women whose courage and beauty shine from them like the sun.

Mira Spies
Mira was born the eldest of three and the daughter of a general 
practitioner MD in a small Oregon town. Her mother was a cellist and 
an artist. Mira has a bachelor’s degree in Interior Architecture from the 
University of Oregon, and currently designs interior environments. Color 
and form are important to her, but the best design project of her life is 
son Cameron, 26. She cherishes life and enjoys several interests: nature 
immersion, writing, art, music, bird watching, archaeology, walking. Her 
father was recently diagnosed with dementia. Her piece in this book, 
“Dear Pater (Dad)” addresses this issue.

Seiza de Tarr
I was diagnosed with an aggressive form of breast cancer in  
June of 2006. The programs at Quest were central for my recovery, 
helping me to make profound changes in my life through counseling, 
diet, naturopathy and art therapy. My support group at Quest helped 
me through six surgeries, chemo, and the readjustment phase, 
as I gradually put my life back together and plunged back into a 
challenging job. I now attend the art workshops whenever I can to 
hang out with the dear friends who were so supportive during a difficult 
time, and to discover new aspects of myself. I love trying out different 
sorts of media and experimenting with new (to me) techniques. 

Holly Williams
Holly is an avid enthusiast of family, friends, laughter, music and the 
outdoors—and she is particularly happy when all of those things come 
together at once. Holly has been involved in traditional and non-
traditional education for the last fifteen years and is currently working 
with the Experience Corps program at Metropolitan Family Service. 
Holly lives in Portland, OR with her amazing partner and fabulous step-
daughter. Recently diagnosed with breast cancer, Holly reminds herself 
daily to be appreciative of all the things that make her smile and laugh.



SET ASIDE A TIME AND PLACE  
FOR ART IN YOUR BUSY LIFE
• Even a few minutes each day can 

allow for creativity to emerge. Make 
an appointment on your calendar for 
creative pursuits and keep it.

• Set aside a small space with tools for 
art—make it warm and inviting— 
maybe just a chair by a window in 
your living room or in a corner of your 
bedroom that is yours alone.

• Carry a journal with you and some 
colored pens, pencils or watercolor 
paints. You can make it your portable 
studio for writing and drawing.

CREATIVITY IN ACTION
• Journaling: writing helps you get to 

know yourself better—carry a small a 
notebook and fill it with ideas, thoughts, 
and affirmations. 

• Collage: composing words and images 
from magazines, old photos or favorite 
quotations can be fun and illuminating.

• 4 x 4’s: make a small four-inch square 
drawing/painting every day or weekly. 
Use any media and work quickly for  
surprising satisfaction. Keep them in a 
little portfolio and look back at it later  
for inspiration.

• Dancing: connect with the inner energy 
in your body and move freely to music 
that you love. Dance a little every day.

• Music: sing to the radio, take lessons  
on your favorite instrument, bang on 
some drums—music uplifts the spirit like 
nothing else!

COMMUNITY
Spending time in the company of others 
who share your creative interests can 
multiply the joy you feel from creating 
art, so take a creative class, join a writing 
or singing group, and reach out for 
companionship. In the process of making 
art together, the community you find will be 
a support to your healing body and soul. 

We would like to encourage you to make 
creativity a part of your daily life, just like 
exercise and eating well. 

If you accept a broad definition of creativity, 
you can infuse all aspects of your life with 
your individual style and vision. The way you 
decorate your home, dress and accessorize, do 
your job and communicate with others are all a 
reflection of your creative individuality. 

In expressing yourself in any art form, be 
compassionate with yourself and allow yourself 
to make mistakes along the way, learn to play, 
enjoy what you make and do—feed your soul 
by staying present and in the moment.

STUDY GUIDE FOR  
PORTRAITS IN HEALING
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This tapestry of creativity comes straight from the heart! A testament to the power of  
women creating art in community, Portraits in Healing is at once inspirational, tender and 
profound. Through their collective work, these survivors intimately convey their experiences  
of cancer. Their art is more than a “whisper to wake up and start living”…it is a shout-out to  
be wholly and fully alive!  

–Devon J. Webster, MD
Medical Oncologist, breast cancer treatment at Northwest Cancer Specialists

This beautiful book serves as both inspiration and guide to anyone who has been diagnosed 
with breast cancer, anyone who loves her, anyone at all. Art is generative, and the creative 
work in this book proves to be a magical salve for those struggling to accept massive change. 
The success of Quest Center’s cancer program suggests that moving through illness within 
community is the best therapy of all, and that the creation of art can trump the destruction  
of disease.

–Liv Osthus AKA Viva Las Vegas
Quest Center client and author of Magic Gardens: The Memoirs of Viva Las Vegas

Portraits in Healing: artistic pathways through breast cancer is a profoundly beautiful and 
powerful illustration of how art allows healing to occur. Through the words, works and images 
of women who have experienced breast cancer, the reader is invited on an intimate journey 
of self-discovery, risk and awakening in the face of life-threatening illness. One cannot help but 
feel inspired and hopeful after witnessing these brave expressions. 

–Susan Hedlund, LSCW
Director of Social Services at Hospice and Palliative Care of Washington County

Port ra i ts  in  Heal ing
a r t i s t i c  p a t h w a y s  t h r o u g h  b r e a s t  c a n c e r

Quest Center for Integrative Health is a non-profit, multidisciplinary health 
clinic treating people with a wide variety of chronic or life-challenging 
illnesses. Quest Center provides western and integrative medical, mental 
health, and other support services in a community-based setting and 
hosts many community workshops and classes. Specialized programs are 
available for people living with HIV/AIDS, cancer, mental health issues 
and chemical dependency. Visit the website for more information about 
Quest Center at www.quest-center.org.

Quest Center for Integrative Health 
2901 E Burnside | Portland, OR 97214
503–238–5203
www.quest-center.org


